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Abstract 


The purpose of this article is twofold: to identify 
the characteristics of research on organisation 
and management in Arab countries and to find 
out whether research results support the culture- 
free hypothesis or not. A thorough search of six¬ 
teen journals, research monographs, books and 
theses produced only 35 empirical studies. Most 
of these studies were exploratory, descriptive, 
and used small convenient samples. Although 
some findings supported the culture-bound hy¬ 
pothesis, major conceptual and methodological 
weaknesses in these studies throw doubt upon 
the validity of their results. 

Introduction 

Previous research on the relationship between 
culture and management and organisational vari¬ 
ables have been inconclusive. Some researchers 
reported results supporting the culture-bound hy¬ 
pothesis, while others found that management 
and organisational variables vary independently 
of culture. This topic is immensely important to 
management and organisation specialists in de¬ 
veloping countries not solely for its potential con¬ 
tribution to knowledge in the field but also for 
its value for application and field intervention. 

This article has two purposes: to review the 
characteristics of published research on organisa¬ 
tion and management in Arab countries which 
have not been previously published in English 
and to find out whether research results support 
the culture-free hypothesis or not. 
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Previous Research 

Universal or Culture-Bound 

A long-standing controversy has centred around 
the generalisability of research results and princi¬ 
ples on organisation and management in West¬ 
ern industrial countries. Classical organisation 
theories and principles were assumed to have 
universal applicability regardless of cultural and 
environmental differences. However, early at¬ 
tempts by administration and organisation devel¬ 
opment experts sponsored by international aid 
agencies to transplant these principles in devel¬ 
oping countries encountered strong resistance. 
Koontz (1969), a pioneer of the classical man¬ 
agement principles school, attempted to explain 
this by distinguishing between the science of 
management which is universally valid and can 
be transferred from one country to another and 
the art of management which is environment- 
bound. 

Often, these failures were ascribed to cul¬ 
ture and national differences. Parsons (1956) 
conceived of the organisation as a subsystem of 
the society in which it operates and from which 
it derives its value system. Accordingly, 
Thompson (1964) argued, management princi¬ 
ples and applications developed in Western in¬ 
dustrial countries are strongly influenced by 
cultural values such as rationality, impersonality 
and achievement and hence may not be appro¬ 
priate for developing countries. 

Increased attention was then directed to¬ 
wards researching the cultural effects. Some 
early researchers (e.g. Hall, 1959; Gonzalez and 
McMillan, Jr., 1961; Nowotny, 1964; Oberg, 
1964; Hessling and Kannen, 1969; McCann, 
1970) presented evidence of the cultural impact 
on organisation and management. Further sup¬ 
port for this hypothesis was provided by some of 
the research conducted more recently (e.g. Bass 
and Burger, 1979; Hofstede, 1980; Laurent, 
1983). In these studies, differences in decision 
making practices, leadership styles, organisa¬ 
tional structure and behaviour were linked to 
cultural differences. These results led some re¬ 
searchers (Hofstede, 1981; Hunt, 1981) to con¬ 
clude that organisation and management 
theories and models developed in Western indus¬ 
trial countries are insensitive to cultural differ¬ 
ences and hence can not be applied in other 
countries. 
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Results obtained by other researchers (e.g. 
Haire, et al., 1963; Negandhi and Reimann, 
1972; Hickson, et al., 1974; Lincoln, et al., 

1978; Hickson and McMillan, 1981; Miller, 

1987) indicated that culture has limited or no ef¬ 
fect on organisation and management. An early 
review of the literature conducted by Ajiferuke 
and Boddewyn (1970) confirmed this. Differ¬ 
ences in organisational and management vari¬ 
ables across cultures were ascribed to factors 
other than culture such as individual differences 
(Cummings, et al., 1971) and the economic envi¬ 
ronment (Kerr, et al., 1964). 

Resolving the controversy surrounding the 
cultural impact is impeded by a number of con¬ 
ceptual and methodological differences. To be¬ 
gin with, there is a lack of agreement among 
researchers on an operational definition of cul¬ 
ture and how its impacts become manifest 
within organisations. Smircich (1983) criticised 
cross-national organisation and management re¬ 
search for neglecting to develop the concept of 
culture. She found that culture is treated in such 
studies as a background factor, an explanatory 
variable or ‘a broad framework influencing the 
development and reinforcement of beliefs’. 

In fairness to organisation and management 
students, it must be pointed out that culture is 
conceptualised in different ways in anthropol¬ 
ogy. For example, Barbu (1971: 3), an anthro¬ 
pologist, defines culture as "the way of life of a 
community." Another definition of culture of¬ 
fered by Kroeber and Parsons (1958) encom¬ 
passes patterns and ways of thinking, feeling 
and reacting. Hofstede (1980: 43), a researcher 
on organisation and management who at¬ 
tempted the impressive task of identifying cul¬ 
tural differences in 40 countries, defined culture 
as "the collective mental programming of the 
people in an environment." 

Organisation researchers usually adopt the 
anthropologists' view that culture is imprinted 
into members of a society through socialisation. 
More specifically, as Rhinesmith (1970) ex¬ 
plains, culture affects values which in turn affect 
attitudes and consequently behaviour. Cultural 
influences are introduced by organisational mem¬ 
bers whose beliefs and values are largely culture- 
bound. 

They also frequently assume that a country’s 
culture is homogenous. This does not strictly ap¬ 
ply to countries which have ethnic or religious 
minorities and hence are multicultural. 
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There is also a lack of agreement regarding 
the research methodology most appropriate for 
cross-nation studies. Most researchers advocate 
choosing matched organisations or other sub¬ 
jects in research samples to control for the influ¬ 
ence of variables other than culture. In some 
organisation research, for example, this is accom¬ 
plished by controlling for the type of organisa¬ 
tion. Tayeb (1987) criticises cross-nation 
researchers for neglecting to match organisa¬ 
tions in their samples. Miller (1987), on the 
other hand, opposes this viewpoint and argues 
that the generality of organisation theory can be 
better tested by using heterogeneous samples. 
Both viewpoints, however, consider culture as a 
residual factor whose influences can be uncov¬ 
ered by comparing similar or dissimilar organisa¬ 
tions across nations. 

Arab Culture, Organisation and Management 

Yassin (1983) observes that most studies on 
Arab society and culture are impressionistic and 
speculative. Indeed, field research constitutes a 
small proportion of the literature on this subject. 
Philosophical, ideological and political differ¬ 
ences are a major source of bias in these studies, 
and often opinions on Arab society are confused 
with facts. 

Arab countries, including the oil-rich states, 
are classified among the developing or Third 
World countries. These countries are said to be 
passing through a transitional stage in which tra¬ 
ditional institutions such as the tribe, family and 
religion weaken and their influences over atti¬ 
tudes and behaviour diminish. Values, norms 
and customs adhered to and practices for centu¬ 
ries are being challenged by new values dictated 
by social, political and economic changes. Ah 
and Al-Shakhis (1985) describe contemporary 
Arab society as being prismatic in which modem 
and traditional values coexist. 

Gardner (1959) characterises Arab society 
as being ‘mosaic’ because it has both homogene¬ 
ous and heterogeneous qualities. Barakat (1983) 
also describes it as heterogeneous. Kaynak 
(1986), however, believes that despite these dif¬ 
ferences, Arab countries exhibit a number of uni¬ 
form cultural characteristics constituting a 
common cultural heritage. 

The most obvious common characteristics of 
Arab culture and society are the Arabic language 
and Islamic religion. Although several different 
dialects are spoken in Arab countries, Arabs can 
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communicate with each other by using formal 
Arabic. Islam is the religion of the majority of Ar¬ 
abs. The Islamic Sharia or jurisprudence govern 
almost all aspects of the devout Moslem’s social, 
economic and political attitudes and behaviour. 

Primary group relationships are still strong 
in Arab society. A study by Melildan and Diab 
(1974) found that the individual’s allegiance is 
first to his family, then to his ethnic or national 
group and third to his country. The individual’s 
status and his prospects in Arab countries are 
largely determined by the position of his family. 

Tribal ties have generally weakened but still 
influence attitudes and behaviour in rural areas 
and in Arab Gulf countries. For example, the 
status and role of women in Arab societies are 
still governed by traditional tribal norms. In tra¬ 
ditional Arab society women are regarded as in¬ 
ferior to men and their proper place is the home. 
Although the number of female students have in¬ 
creased steadily since World War II, only 15 per¬ 
cent of females above the age of 15 are 
employed in these countries (Hegab, 1988). 

Most studies on management and organisa¬ 
tion in Arab countries, published in English, re¬ 
port that management practices and 
organisational characteristics are influenced by 
culture (e.g. Changiz, 1978; Badaway, 1980; 
Muna, 1980; Ali and Al- Shakhis, 1985; Kaynak, 
1986; Yucett, 1986), while fewer studies (e.g. 
Ayoubi, 1981; Badran and Hinings, 1981) sup¬ 
port the culture-free hypothesis. The small num¬ 
ber of these studies impedes making any 
conclusion on the impact of culture. Further¬ 
more, culture is used to explain conflicting re¬ 
sults by different authors. For example, Kaynak 
(1986) believes that the authoritarian style ad¬ 
hered to by Arab managers is linked to tradi¬ 
tional Arab culture. Muna (1980) and Ali and 
Al-Shakhis (1985) however, explain Arab manag¬ 
ers’ preference for a consultative management 
style by noting that Islamic and tribalistic values 
encourage consultation (shura). 

Method and Data 

This review includes empirical studies of man¬ 
agement and organisation in Arab countries pub¬ 
lished in Arabic over a 20-year span 
(1968-1988). The search was extended to all 
specialised or semi-specialised journals and peri¬ 
odicals, book chapters, research monographs, 
dissertations and theses. 
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Twelve of the 16 journals covered in this sur¬ 
vey specialise in management, business or public 
administration and the remaining four publish 
manuscripts in the fields of administration and 
economics. These journals are published in 
seven Arab countries. Iraq and Egypt have the 
largest share of journals, five and four respec¬ 
tively. One journal is published by a regional 
pan-Arab organisation and the remaining jour¬ 
nals are distributed by country of publication as 
follows: Saudi Arabia (2); Syria (1); Oman (1); 
Sudan (1); Tunisia (1). Most of these journals 
are published by academic or training institutes. 

To qualify for inclusion in this review, a 
study must be reporting results in the fields of 
management, organisational structure and be¬ 
haviour. Also the study had to be empirical, thus 
excluding speculative and impressionistic stud¬ 
ies. Case studies were also excluded because re¬ 
sults obtained in such studies can not be 
generalised. 

Results 

The search procedures followed here produced 
35 research papers and monographs. A majority 
of these were published as research mono¬ 
graphs. The Institute of Public Administration in 
Saudi Arabia and the National Centre for Con¬ 
sultancy and Management Development in Iraq 
account for more than half of these studies. 

Table 1 presents a summary of the studies 
included in this review. The total number of 
studies is remarkably small. Only thirty five stud¬ 
ies were published in the 20-year span between 
1968 and 1988. Most of these were published be¬ 
tween 1978 and 1988. Four of the authors ac¬ 
count for 11 (about 31 percent) of these studies 
while the remaining studies represent then- 
authors’ sole excursion into the area. 

In terms of nationality of senior authors, the 
following distribution is obtained: Egypt (9); 

Saudi Arabia (8); Iraq (5); Sudan (3); Jordan 
(3); Syria (2); Kuwait and Lebanon (1 each) and 
unspecified nationality (3). The high proportion 
of Saudi researchers is unexpected since educa¬ 
tional and scientific development in this country 
began at a later date than in most other Arab 
countries. However, this becomes less surprising 
when it is known that Saudi Arabia came second 
to Egypt in terms of the number of publishing sci¬ 
entists in Arab countries, as the following list 
provided byZahlan (1985) shows: Egypt 
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! Table 1: Summary of Studies Included In this Review 

Study 

Main Theme 

Sample 

Size 

Nature of Sample 

Asfour 1970 

Training 

50 

Public employees 

Al-Hawari 1971 

Management 

38 

Public managers 

Omar 1974 

Training 

439 

Public employees 

Al-Ameeretal. 1978 

Organisation performance 

13 

Public organisations 

Abdul Wahab 1978 

Organisational behaviour 

100 

Public employees 

Baira 1978 

Organisational structure 

118 

Public managers 

Abdul Wahab 1979 

Decision making 

80 

Public managers 

Ahmed et al. 1979 

Bureaucracy 

328 

Public employees 

Khalil 1979 

Women in work 

463 

Public employees 

A!-Sa!em 1980 

Leadership 

1663 

Students, teachers & public employees 

Al-Khadra 1980 

Organisational structure 

64 

Public employees 

Abdul Wahab 1981 

Training 

70 

Public and private organisations 

Abu Shaar & Al-lzza 1981 

Absenteeism 

119 

Public managers and employees 

Anjabawe 1981 

MB0 

14 

Public organisations 

Al-Qablan 1981 

Training 

86 

Public employees 

Atiyyah et al. 1981 

MIS 

221 

Public managers and employees 

Atiyyah & Hasani 1981 

Organisation - Client relationships 

392 

Public employees and managers 

Diab 1981 

Organisational behaviour 

150 

Public employees 

Oudaili 1981 

Job satisfaction 

244 

Public employees 

AbdulWahab1982 

Motivation 

550 

Public employees 

Abu Zaid 1982 

Organisational behaviour 

302 

Public employees 

Ammar1982 

Management 

74 

Public managers 

Asfour 1982 

Time management 

74 

Public employees 

Atiyyah et al. 1982 

Organisational effectiveness 

42 

Research organisations 

BaJaber1982 

Absenteeism 

305 

Public employees 

Khairi & Al-Attar 1982 

Company planning 

22 

Private companies 

Zamil & Al-Khattab 1982 

Motivation 

402 

Public employees 

Al-Thali 1983 

Organisational structure 

238 

Public employees 

Abu Shaer 1984 

Manpower 

356 

Public managers and employees 

Harastani & Turki 1984 

Hospital management 

99 

Public employees 

Omar 1984 

Organisational structure 

45 

Public organisations subunits 

Research Department 1984 

Pay scales 

510 

Private companies 

Al-Hussaini 1985 

Women in work 

220 

Public employees 

Al-Shaqawi 1985 

Training 

353 

Public managers and employees 

Kazim 1985 

Organisational structure 

30 

Public managers 


(1054); Saudi Arabia (467); Kuwait (176); Iraq 
(171); Sudan (122). 

As the information presented in Table 1 
shows, a majority of these studies were in the 
fields of organisational structure, behaviour and 
training. The relatively large number of studies 
concerned with training and especially the evalu¬ 
ation of training is explained by the fact that 
most of these studies were sponsored by two 
public training and organisation development 
agencies in Iraq and Saudi Arabia. 

The research design followed in most stud¬ 
ies was exploratory and descriptive, and only 
two studies attempted hypothesis testing. With 


only one exception, i.e. Abdul Wahab (1981), all 
studies were conducted in a single country. 

Size of research samples ranged from 13 to 
1663. Very small samples of fewer than 100 
were used in 15 studies while studies using sam¬ 
ples greater than 500 numbered only three. In 
the majority of cases, convenience samples were 
selected, and only in two studies random sam¬ 
ples were chosen. 

Most studies reported using only one data 
collection tool, namely the questionnaire. Four 
studies reported using interviews or observations 
in addition to questionnaires. Rates of return 
were indicated in fourteen studies, ranging be- 
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tween five and 89 percent with an average of 62 
percent. Tests of measure reliability was used in 
only one study (split-r method), and one study 
reported using a test of validity. Research results 
were almost always reported using descriptive 
statistics, i.e. frequencies, percentages and histo¬ 
grams. 

It is difficult to summarise the numerous re¬ 
sults obtained in these studies. Since most stud¬ 
ies were exploratory and descriptive, results 
indicating relationships were few. A thorough 
analysis of these results was conducted to iden¬ 
tify results which confirm cultural impacts. The 
following list was obtained: 

1. Authoritarian leadership and management 
style (Ahmed, etal., 1979; Al-Salem, 1980). 

2. High degrees of centralisation (Ahmed, et 
al., 1979; Al- Khaddra, 1980). 

3. Favouritism and nepotism (Atiyyah and Al- 
Hassani, 1981; Harastani and Turki, 1984; 
Al-Hussaini, 1985). 

4. Discrimination against women employees 
(Khalil, 1979; Al- Hussaini, 1985). 

5. High absenteeism rates related to employee’s 
performance of his social duties (Abu Shaer 
and Al-Ezza, 1981). 

Discussion and Conclusions 

The number and quality of empirical studies on 
organisation and management in Arab countries 
leaves much to be desired. In the twenty years 
between 1968 and 1988 only 35 such studies 
were published in Arabic. Research is still ex¬ 
ploratory, and researchers are content to de¬ 
scribe structure and behaviour in organisations, 
while few attempts have been made to test hy¬ 
potheses or develop theoretical explanations. 

The use of small convenience samples and heavy 
reliance on questionnaires given the exploratory 
nature of these studies are two of the major 
weaknesses in most of the studies reviewed. As a 
result, the value of results obtained in these stud¬ 
ies, whether for theory development or applica¬ 
tion and field intervention, is dubious. 

With regard to cultural impacts on manage¬ 
ment and organisation in these countries, results 
suggest that some structural and behavioural 
characteristics are influenced by the indigenous 
culture. However, since these studies are descrip¬ 
tive, few in number, and often use small samples 
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drawn from a single country, presenting their re¬ 
sults as evidence of cultural influences would be 
inadmissible. 

The unsatisfactory state of research on man¬ 
agement and organisation in Arab countries is in¬ 
excusable. At present, there are eighty 
universities in Arab countries most of which of¬ 
fer programmes in public and business admini¬ 
stration. There are also 18 major training and 
organisation development agencies which are re¬ 
quired to conduct research on organisation and 
management problems (Atiyyah, 1990). It ap¬ 
pears that the thousands of highly-qualified aca¬ 
demics and professions employed in these 
institutions are investing only a small proportion 
of their time and efforts in serious research. Re¬ 
searchers usually justify this pitiful state, which 
is common to all fields of enquiry in Arab coun¬ 
tries, by listing obstacles to empirical research 
such as lack of research support and difficulties 
encountered in field research. 
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